M. Harris & M. Coltheart, Language Processing in Children and Adults by Cutler, A.






This full text is a publisher's version.
 
 





Please be advised that this information was generated on 2014-11-12 and may be subject to
change.
C H I L D  L A N G U A G E
q u e n c e s  o f  l i t e r a c y ’. H is to r ica l  ana lyses  su ch  as E i s e n s te in ’s co u ld  be 
c o m b in e d  w ith  W i n c h e s t e r ’s (34- 49 ) in g en io u s  th o u g h t  e x p e r im e n ts  to sh ow  
the  re la t ions  b e tw e e n  l i te racy  and  th e  c o m p le x i ty  o f  o rg a n iz a t io n  th a t  h u m a n s  
can m an ag e .  S u c h  w ork  co u ld  p ro v id e  the  h is to r ica l  an d  c o n c e p tu a l  analyses  
o f  in s t i tu t io n s  w i th in  w h ich  l ingu is t ic  fo rm s  an d  fu n c t io n s  can be in te rp re te d .  
Severa l  ar t ic les  a t t e m p t  ana lyses  o f  th e  c o n n e c t io n s  b e tw e e n  the  social 
re la t ions  w i th in  w h ich  language  is used  and  s p e a k e r s ’ a t t i tu d e s  to w a rd s  the  
language ,  and  th e re fo re  a t t e m p t  th eo r ie s  o f  s p o k e n - w r i t t e n  language  
va r ia t ion ,  an d  h o w  th is  va r ia t ion  is re la ted  to te a c h in g  an d  lea rn ing .  B o th  tex ts  
an d  t e a c h in g / l e a r n in g  are fu n c t io n s  o f  social an d  in s t i tu t io n a l  se t t ings .  
D e sp i te  E i s e n s te in ’s c lear  d e m o n s t r a t io n  th a t  c o n c e p ts  o f  l i te racy  are c o n ­
s tan t ly  c h a n g in g  an d  d e p e n d  on specific h is to r ica l  and  social c i rc u m s ta n c e s ,  
W in c h e s t e r ’s is th e  on ly  o th e r  ar t ic le  to take u p  th is  th e m e  d irec t ly .  A n d  ap a r t  
f ro m  W e l l s ’s artic le ,  th e re  are no  e th n o g ra p h ic  da ta  w h ich  sh o w  how  
c o n c e p ts  o f  l i te racy  are socially  c o n s t ru c te d  in in te rac t io n  at h o m e  a n d  at 
school.  A n d  the  s tu d ie s  o f  v iew s a b o u t  language  are u n re la te d  to W i n c h e s t e r ’s 
d iscuss ion  (46 ) o f  the  sym bo lic ,  c u l t u r e - d e p e n d e n t  v iews on th e  va lue  o f  
l i teracy. A view an d  def in i t ion  of  l i te racy  reflects a th e o ry  o f  p ed ag o g y  and  
of  the  t r a n sm is s io n  of  k no w led g e ,  an d  o f  w h ich  skills are  socially va luab le .  
T h e s e  ideological issues are ra ised  in the  ear l ie r  a r t ic les  in the  book ,  b u t  n ev e r  
exp lic i t ly  re la ted  to the  la ter  e x p e r im e n ta l  a n d / o r  d e sc r ip t iv e  s tud ies .
(Received 5 September 1986 ) R e v ie w e d  b y  M i c h a e l  S t u b b s ,
Joint Department of English and Media Studies, 
Institute of Education,
University of London,
20 Bedford W ay ,
London W C iH  O A L .
M . H a r r i s  & M . C o l t h e a r t ,  Language processing in children and adults.
L o n d o n :  R o u t le d g e  & K eg an  Pau l ,  1986 . Pp .  viii +  2 7 4 .
L a n g u a g e  p ro cess in g  in c h i ld re n  an d  language  p ro c e ss in g  in a d u l ts  are rare ly  
c o n s id e re d  to g e th e r .  I n t r o d u c to r y  te x tb o o k s  are  the  e x c e p t io n :  m o s t  
in t ro d u c to ry  tex tb o o k s  o f  p sy c h o l in g u is t ic s  allot one  o r  tw o  c h a p te r s  to the  
d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  language .  T h i s  in t ro d u c to ry  te x tb o o k  goes f u r th e r :  Language 
processing in children and adults assigns  equa l  b i l l ing  to d e v e lo p m e n ta l  and  
m a tu re  p sy c h o l in g u is t ic  p rocesses .
B oth  a u th o r s  are d is t in g u ish e d  in p sy ch o l in g u is t ic s ,  an d  it is on ly  to be 
ex p ec ted  th a t  th e i r  su rv ey  o f  the  c u r r e n t  s ta te  o f  th is  field sh o u ld  be  h igh ly  
accu ra te .  T h e i r  accu racy  e x te n d s  also to the  title  they  ch o se :  th e  bo ok  is 
ce r ta in ly  a b o u t  the  p ro cess in g  o f  language .  I t  is n o t  a b o u t  the  s t r u c tu r e  o f  
language  -  un like  m o s t  in t ro d u c t io n s  to p sy ch o l in g u is t ic s ,  it c o n ta in s  no 
p o t te d  l ingu is t ic  th e o ry  ( th e re  is an o p e n in g  c h a p te r ,  w h ich  in t ro d u c e s  a few
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l inguistic  concep ts ,  b u t  15 of  its 22 pages are devo ted  to o r th o g rap h y ) .  N o r  
is it a b o u t  the  p rocess ing  of  speech  -  the  processes  of  p ro d u c t io n  and  
pe rcep t ion  of  spoken  language  specifically are no t  covered  at all. T h e  language 
acquis i t ion  c h ap te r s  are significantly headed  no t  ‘ learn ing  to s p e a k ’, b u t  
‘ lea rn ing  to talk ’.
O n  the  o th e r  hand ,  cer ta in  topics  are covered  in cons ide rab ly  g rea te r  detail 
than  som e c o m p a ra b le  vo lum es  offer;  u n su rp r is in g ly ,  these  are those  topics 
in w h ich  the  tw o  a u th o r s  are exper t .  T h u s  a m o n g  the  p a r t icu la r  s t re n g th s  of  
the book  are th o ro u g h  d iscuss ions  of  the  read ing  process  and  of  d iso rde rs  of  
language process ing .
O n e  is p ro b a b ly  just if ied  in a s su m in g  tha t  P a r t  2 of  the  book (the b r ie f  
o p en in g  c h a p te r  co n s t i tu te s  Par t  1 ), w h ich  con ta ins  four  ch ap te rs  on language 
d e v e lo p m en t ,  was w r i t ten  largely by  the  first au tho r ,  while  P a r t  3 , con ta in ing  
four  c h ap te rs  on adu l t  p rocess ing ,  is the  work  of  the  second au tho r .  H a r r i s ’s 
par t ,  then ,  beg ins  w ith  a good review of the  l i te ra tu re  on the  process  of  
lea rn ing  to talk, w h ich  c o m p e te n t ly  covers  all the  im p o r ta n t  work  on the 
acqu is i t ion  of  syntax ,  and  the  m a jo r  theore t ica l  ap p roaches  to language 
acqu is i t ion ,  in c lu d in g  the  re la t ions be tw een  l inguistic  and  o th e r  cognit ive  
abilities. H a r r i s  lays p a r t icu la r  e m p h as is  on co m m u n ic a t iv e  c o m p e te n ce ;  she 
show s how  m u c h  of  ad u l t  language use is ta i lored  to the perce ived  conven ience  
of  the  l is tener,  and  how  even at very  early stages of  acquis i t ion  the  young  
user  can be seen to be deve lop ing  ever-f iner  sensit iv it ies  to co m m u n ica t iv e  
successes and  failures.
T h e  c h a p te r  on lea rn ing  to read descr ibes  the  process  w ith in  a pa r t icu la r  
theore t ica l  f ram ew ork ,  and  co n cen tra te s  on exam ples  w hich  i l lustrate  the 
f ram ew o rk  ra th e r  th an  on c o m p e t in g  theories .  F o u r  phases  are identif ied:  
s ig h t -w o rd  reading ,  the  d i s c r im in a t io n -n e t  phase  (in w hich  f rag m en ta ry  
fea tures  serve as c ru tch es  for w h o le -w o rd  recognit ion) ,  a phonological  
recod ing  phase  and ,  finally, a t t a in m e n t  of  a wholly  o r th o g ra p h ic  p a t te rn -  
recogn i t ion  s tra tegy.
T h e  final c h a p te r  of  P a r t  2 , on  d ev e lo p m en ta l  language d iso rders ,  is no tab ly  
in tegra t ive .  T h e r e  is, firstly, a sys tem atic  a t t e m p t  to d is t ingu ish  the 
charac te r is t ics  o f  d ev e lo p m en ta l  d iso rde rs  f rom  those  of  adu l t  d iso rde rs  of 
language  process ing .  Second ,  the d iscuss ion  of  pa r t icu la r  d iso rde rs  is cast in 
the  f ram ew o rk  of the  p reced in g  ch ap te rs  -  th u s  d ev e lopm en ta l  dysphas ia  is 
d iscussed  in the  light of  the  ch ap te r s  on learn ing  to talk, while the  section 
on dyslexia  refers back for co m p ar iso n  to the  c h a p te r  on learn ing  to read. T h i s  
c h a p te r  is pa r t icu la r ly  in form ative .
In  genera l ,  P a r t  2 of  the  book descr ibes  c h i ld r e n ’s language p rocess ing  in 
te rm s  of  the i r  p e r fo rm a n c e  and  its in ferred  u n d e r ly in g  s t ru c tu re  (e.g. w h e th e r  
or  no t  readers  at a p a r t icu la r  stage of  d e v e lo p m e n t  are exp lo i t ing  g r a p h e m e -  
p h o n e m e  co r re sp o n d en ce ) .  T h e  e m p h as is  is on desc r ip t io n ;  there  is little 
abs t rac t  m ode l l ing  or  p red ic t ion ,  little tes t ing  of genera l  theory .
407
C H I L D  L A N G U A G E
P a r t  3 , L a n g u a g e  P ro ce ss in g  in A d u l ts ,  is q u i te  d if fe ren t  in th is  respec t .  
E ach  c h a p te r  p re s e n ts  on e  o r  m o re  m o d e ls  o f  lan gu age  p ro cess in g  and  
d iscusses  th e i r  p re d ic t io n s  in the  l igh t  o f  e x p e r im e n ta l  ev idence .  T h u s  the  
c h a p te r  on  w o rd  reco g n i t io n  p re s e n ts  M o r t o n ’s logogen  m o d e l ,  R u m e lh a r t  
an d  M c C le l l a n d ’s in te rac t iv e  ac t iva t ion  m o d e l  o f  v isual w o rd  reco g n i t io n ,  
an d  M a r s le n -W i l s o n  a n d  T y l e r ’s c o h o r t  m o d e l  o f  a u d i to ry  w o rd  reco g n i t io n .  
T h e  n ex t  c h a p te r ,  on  sen ten ce  reco g n i t io n ,  d iscusses  serial a u to n o m o u s  
v e rsu s  in te rac t iv e  a p p ro a c h e s  to the  syn tac t ic  an d  se m a n t ic  levels o f  sen ten ce  
p rocess ing .  T h e  c h a p te r  on  language  p ro d u c t io n  is cast  in t e rm s  o f  G a r r e t t ’s 
(serial a u to n o m o u s )  m o d e l  o f  p ro d u c t io n ,  w hile  th e  final c h a p te r  on  a c q u i re d  
language  d iso rd e r s  r e tu r n s  to an in fo rm a t io n -p ro c e s s in g  m o d e l  in th e  style 
o f  M o r to n .
I t  will be  o b v io u s  th a t  C o l th e a r t  has  n o t  set o u t  to p re s e n t  e v e r y  c o m p e t in g  
p ro ce ss in g  m o d e l ,  b u t  r a th e r  to give th e  f lavour o f  th e  genera l  a p p ro a c h  of  
e x p e r im e n ta l  p sy ch o l in g u is t ic s  to  th e  s tu d y  o f  a d u l t  language  p rocess ing .  
T r y i n g  to d esc r ib e  th e  w ho le  o f  th is  field in fo u r  c h a p te r s  in ev i tab ly  leads to 
an a p p ro a c h  b ased  on  ju d ic io u s  s a m p l in g  r a th e r  th a n  e x h a u s t iv e  coverage .  
In ev i tab ly ,  too, so m e  sam p le s  will be  m o re  re p re se n ta t iv e ,  so m e  less. T h u s  
the  c h a p te r  on  p r o d u c t io n  in c lu d es  one  o r  tw o  a rg u m e n ts  based  on  sp e ech -  
e r ro r  ev idence ,  b u t  n o n e  o f  th e  classic a rg u m e n ts  w h ic h  have  m a d e  sp eech  
e r ro rs  such  a p o w e rfu l  an d  a t t rac t iv e  sou rce  o f  p r o d u c t io n  da ta .  F o r  in s tance ,  
th e re  is no  m e n t io n  o f  the  p h o n o lo g ica l  a c c o m m o d a t io n  o f  sh if ted  affixes to 
th e i r  new  e n v i ro n m e n ts ,  w h ich  offers s im p le  b u t  s t ro n g  ev iden ce  th a t  affixes 
can be  p ro cessed  sep a ra te ly  in w o rd  p ro d u c t io n ,  i.e. th a t  inflected  w o rd s  are 
n o t  necessar i ly  p ro cessed  as u n i ta ry  w holes .  S im ila r ly  the  se n ten ce -  
reco gn i t ion  c h a p te r  does  n o t  in c lu d e  early  w ork  on  p e rc e p tu a l  s t ra teg ies  in 
syn tax  p ro cess in g  o r  the  large b o d y  o f  recen t  w o rk  on  p a rs in g  b y  F raz ie r ,  
C l i f ton  an d  o th e r s  (see F ra z ie r  & R a y n e r  19 8 2 , F raz ie r ,  C l if ton ,  & R an d a l l
19 8 3 , C l i f ton ,  F raz ie r ,  & C o n n in e  1984 ). H o w e v e r ,  th e  overall  f lavour o f  the  
field is ce r ta in ly  co n v ey ed  w ith  the  sam e accu racy  w i th  w h ich  P a r t  2 p o r t r a y e d  
the  genera l  ch a rac te r is t ic s  o f  language  acq u is i t io n  research .
So, for in s tance ,  it is c lear  f ro m  the  w o rd - r e c o g n i t io n  c h a p te r  th a t  th e  m a jo r  
b o n e  o f  c o n te n t io n  in th is  area  is w h e th e r  effects o f  c o n te x t  can  in f luence  the  
lexical access p rocess  i tself  (e.g. b y  ‘p r i m i n g ’ ce r ta in  lexical en tr ie s  so th a t  
th ey  b e c o m e  easier  to  access), o r  w h e th e r  su ch  effects co m e  in to  p lay  on ly  
a f te r  a lexical e n t ry  has  b een  accessed . S im ila r ly  the  s e n te n c e - re c o g n i t io n  
c h a p te r  m akes  c lear  th a t  the  re la t ion  (or in d e p e n d e n c e )  o f  syn tac t ic  an d  
se m a n t ic  p ro cess in g  is at th e  c e n t re  o f  m o s t  sen ten ce - leve l  resea rch ,  w hile  the  
p ro d u c t io n  c h a p te r  accu ra te ly  p o in ts  to the  p la n n in g  p rocess  as th e  su b jec t  
o f  m u c h  p ro d u c t io n  resea rch ,  b o th  e x p e r im e n ta l  an d  ob se rv a t io n a l .
F ina l ly ,  the  c h a p te r  on  a c q u ire d  d iso rd e rs  is, as one  w o u ld  ex p ec t  f ro m  th is  
a u th o r ,  c o m p re h e n s iv e  an d  h ig h ly  in fo rm a t iv e ,  especia lly  w ith  re sp ec t  to the  
varie t ies  o f  a c q u i re d  dyslexias.
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W h a t ,  th e n ,  does  th is  book  tell us a b o u t  the  n a tu re  o f  the  re la t io n sh ip  
b e tw een  lang uag e  p ro c ess in g  in c h i ld re n  a n d  language  p ro cess in g  in a d u l ts ?  
Is c h i l d r e n ’s p ro cess in g  m ere ly  a h a l f - fo rm e d  vers ion  o f  a d u l t  p rocess ing ,  o r  
are th e re  p e rh a p s  q u a l i ta t iv e  d if fe rences?  D o e s  th e  language  re -acq u is i t io n  
p rocess  a f te r  im p a i r m e n t  in a d u l th o o d  sha re  fea tu res  w ith  the  acqu is i t ion  
p rocess  in c h i ld h o o d  ?
H a r r i s  an d  C o l th e a r t  do  n o t  really  offer an answ er .  R ig h t  at the  e n d  of  the  
book  th e y  p lead  for an in fo rm a t io n -p ro c e s s in g  a p p ro a c h  to  all a spec ts  o f  
language  p ro cess in g ,  in o r d e r  th a t  th e re  m ig h t  be  a basis  for  c o m p a r iso n  
b e tw e e n  d if fe ren t  fo rm s  o f  language  use, im m a tu r e  and  m a tu re ,  skilled an d  
im p a ire d .  I t  is p e rh a p s  re g re t ta b le  th a t  they  d id  n o t  allow th em se lv es  an ex tra  
c h a p te r  in w h ich  th e y  co u ld  th em se lv es  have  d ra w n  su ch  c o m p a r iso n s  and  
e lu c id a ted  the  re la t io n sh ip s ,  in p a r t ic u la r  the  re la t io n sh ip  o f  ch i ld  to ad u l t  
p rocess ing .
By o ffe r ing  a re liab le  overv iew  o f  w ork  in b o th  areas, how ever ,  they  p ro v id e  
read e rs  w ith  the  w h e re w ith a l  to  c o n s t ru c t  th e i r  ow n  an sw ers  to such  
q u es t io n s .  M o re o v e r ,  one  c o m p a r i s o n  w h ich  they  do  d raw , and  very  clearly, 
is the  c o m p a r i s o n  b e tw e e n  the  p sy ch o l in g u is t ic  s tu d y  of  c h i ld r e n ’s an d  o f  
a d u l t s ’ lang uag e  p rocess ing .  I t  is n o t  even necessa ry  for th e m  to spell it 
o u t  -  the  d iffe rence  leaps f ro m  th e i r  pages. P sy ch o l in g u is t ic  w ork  on ad u l t  
p ro ce ss in g  is largely  th e o r y - d r iv e n ;  language  acq u is i t io n  w ork  is largely 
d esc r ip t iv e .
As long  as th is  s ta te  o f  affairs c o n t in u e s ,  w ith  the  tw o  areas be in g  
a p p ro a c h e d  f ro m  fu n d a m e n ta l ly  d if fe ren t  scientific p e rspec t ives ,  we p ro b a b ly  
c a n n o t  h o p e  for a t ru ly  unif ied  t r e a tm e n t  o f  language  p ro cess in g  in c h i ld re n  
an d  lan gu age  p ro c ess in g  in adu l ts .  H a r r i s  an d  C o l th e a r t  have g iven  us as fair 
an in te g ra t io n  as we are likely to get.
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